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distances of the stars. The nearest of the fixed stars is a Centauri, a bright star visible only in the Southern Hemisphere. The distance of this star is such that its light takes four years and three months to reach us.                                                     j|
When we pass from the nearer parts of the Universe to the                       ij|
more  remote,  the  distances with which we  have  to  deal                       i||
transcend all power of the imagination. It has already been stated that the Milky Way forms an outer ring about our star system. Various estimates have been made as to its distance ; but the lowest estimate for the nearest parts of the ring place it at a distance of nearly 4000 light-years ; that is to say, the light travelling from it to the Earth at the                         \
continuous velocity of more than 186,000 miles per second will take nearly 4000 years to arrive. Other estimates are still larger; one, for instance, reckoning the time at over 16,000 years from the nearest parts of the Milky Way.
Now it follows from these figures that when we look at the Milky Way, we see it, not as it is now, but as it was several thousand years ago. Conversely, supposing that there exist in the Milky Way other suns and planets inhabited by people like our own, they, looking out upon the Earth, would see it, not as we know it, but as it was perhaps when palaeolithic man was chipping his rude flint implements, or sheltering in caves from the rigours of the Great Ice Age.
It must not be supposed that there is anything fanciful or improbable in this hypothesis. Mankind, as a rule, are so much bound down by the narrow conceptions and interests of their own lives, that they constantly fail to realize anything that transcends the boundaries of their personal experience. The hypothesis that life exists in other parts of the Stellar Universe is neither fanciful nor improbable. On the contrary, it is far more in accordance with the available data than the opposite hypothesis. The public have long been interested in discussions as to whether there is life in the planet Mars, the suggestion being based upon the presence of supposed canals on the surface of Mars, which have some appearance